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ABSTRACT 

A young child who has not been taught to obey the 
directives of his parents or his teachers is liable to suffer serious 
consequences in a sometimes hostile environment. Teacher 
organizations tend to support retention, or reinstitution, of the 
possibility of using corporal punishment as one means of correction 
or control. Oltimately, the case for or against corporal punishment 
must rest on the effect it has on pupil achievement of whatever goals 
society has set for its schools. (Author/MLF) 
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As T began to write this paper, it occurred to me that perhaps I should rent 
a costume to wear in presenting it - a red costume with horns and a tail with 
pitchfork and a satanic countenance. But then it also occurred to me that some 
of you would not need the help of a costume to recognize me for what I surely 
must be--an aggressive, vengeful, authoritarian beast; vicious, brutal, sadistic, 
inhuman. For to some, there is no possibility of proper or effective use of 
corporal punisiiment, no matter in what circumstances, no matter for what purpose, 
no matter with what discretion or restraint it might be applied. In the eyes of 
tiiese people, the only justifiable policy is absolute prohibition of corporal 
punishment of any kind, now ar.d forever more, as a means of correction or reproof. 

I do not stand before you as an advocate of frequent infliction of severe 
physical pain on growing children. Tliere are families, few I hope, in which young 
children are slapped or spanked daily; families in which a father may give one of his 
children "a good wliipping" once or twice a week. I join in condemnation of such 
practices., I agree that there is something seriously wrong in homes where these 
thinj^s occur. But, I know, too, that there are homes and schoolrooms in x^hich 
acts of serious and dangerous disobedience are never effectively corrected because 
the adults in charge have voluntarily disavowed, or have been prohibited from using 
corporal punishment. In these situations, adult responsibility for child control 
JJas been abandoned. A young child who has not been taught to obey the directives 
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of his parents or his teachers is liable to suffer serious consequences in a 
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sometimes hostile eavironnicnt . In oac sjv^cific in£>(:ance I know of, the consequences 
to the child ucro fatal. In other cases, tlie persistently disobedient child simply 
becomes a socially obnoxious brat. 

In my elementary school days, there were persistent rumors in the scliool yard 
that the principal of ilmerson Scliool had, and might occasionally use, a rubber tube 
to administer corporal punishment. U'e speculated" as to liow much the rubber tube 
might iuirt-- probably a great deal more than an ordinary liand spanking with which 
some of us were better acquainted. v:c guessed tliat it probably v/ould hurt more than 
a wooden paddle, or even a leather strap. None of us that I knew of over fell 
victim to tlie rubber tube. But all of us were aware of its availability as the 
ultimate punishment for gross misbehavior. Tlie possibility that it might be used 
made a difference, a generally desirable difference I believe, in our behavior. 

Total prohibition of corporal punishment in any form, for any purpose, under 
any circumstances scems to be part of a movement in education whose objective has 
been to promote student^ freedom, to safeguard student rights, and to guard against 
tiic abuse of the authority by teachers in tlieir control of student behavior. It 
seems reasonably clear that the consequences of this movement have been a deteri- 
oration of environments for learning in some schools, and a corresponding decline 
in school achievement that is being widely reported. I am not suggesting that 
restoration of corporal punishment would cure the ills of contemporary schools. 
Hut the attitude toward student behavior than includes outrage at the suggestion 
of corporal punishment is the same attitude that has made the role of the teacher 
increasingly difficult and frustrating. As a consequence, teacher organizations 
tend to support retention, or reinstitution, of the possibility of using corporal 
punishment as one means of correction or control. 

Note that it is tiie possibility of corporal punishment that is being supported 
licre, not its frequent use, or its severity. Corporal punishment is a means of 
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last resort when all else has failed. Some will say, "iicttor to fail than to 
this means." That is a view which is bein^ challenged in this paper. 
Noxv' ecUication clearly is and ought to bo much more concerned with develop- 
mental progress than with repressive restraint. Teachers properly emphasize 
the pcsitivc aspects of social and intellectual growth. They properly minimize 
the negative aspects of repressive punishment. Bat experience suggests very 
scrongly thaL wlien the so called negative controls on behavior are totally elimin- 
ated, progress in educational development will suffer, sometimes quite seriously. 

It is sometimes suggested that competent teachers can engage the interest 
of their pupils so completely, and motivate them so strongly, that bel.avior prob- 
lems will never develop, it is said that any differences betvzcen pupil and 
teaclier can be sidestepped by appropriate psychological finesse, and turned into 
a creative learning experience. There is much merit in both of these suggestions, 
if all that is implied is that these things can often be done. But here again, 
experience suggests that they cannot always be done. An otherwise capable 
teacher should not be disqualified for lack of special talent in these areas. 

Further, and perhaps more importantly, high levels of concern for these 
aspects of teaching may actually inhibit good teaching. A teacher who is required, 
or elects to a^./ote most of his creative energy to interesting and motivating 
pupils and most of his attention to finessing potential conflicts, may neglect the 
equally important, perhaps more i.mportant, job of instruction. To judge a teacher 
by his skill in avoiding behavior problems is to ignore the teacher's more basic 
responsibility for directing pupil learning. 

The teacher who has least need for even occasional punishment is not neces- 
sarily the most effective educator. Situations which can sometimes be occasions 
of misbehavior can also contribute to useful learning. Responsibility for success 
in learning does not rest solely on the teacher. A teacher who successfully avoids 
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all cifcumstancos which nd^ht: cause problems also avoids helping pupils to learn 
how to deal with those problems. The world punislies misbehavior. Should not the 
school help pupils to learn this very important fact? 

Ultimately, tlie case for or against corporal punishment must rest on tlie 
effect it has on pupil acliievemeat of wliatever goals society has set for its 
schools . 

At first glance, tliis may seem to be a question for research to answer.. 
A closer look, and some sober reflections on past experience v;ith similar research 
problems, suggests that research is unlikely to provide any very definite answers. 

There is first of all tlie problem of what accomplishments the school can be 
reasonably expected to fostc-r. Is it limited to measurable outcomes in the usual 
subjects of study? Or does it encompass also subtle, intangible, or slow-to-mature 
attitudes, values, etc.? 

Then there is the problem of experimental manipulation of human beings in the 
school environment. Dare a'c permit physical punisliment in an experimental group 
and prohibit it in a control group for no better reason than to find out how it 
works? And if we do, can our findings from an artificial experimental situation 
be expected to generalize to different natural situations? Finally, and most ser- 
iously, can the effect of tliis variable (i.e., physical punishment) be isolated 
from other variables which also affect accompifshment? Even if it can, will the 
effect be strong enough, in a short run experiment, to yield statistically or 
practically significant findings? 

A possible alternative to prospective experimental suudies of the effects 
on learning of corporal punishment might be a retrospective survey of differences 
in pupil acliiuvcment between schools which tolerate and those which forbid cor- 
poral punisliment. But here, too, the variable of interest is not easy to isolate 
from other influential variables-. Schools which tolerate corporal punishment 
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may enroll pupils and employ teachers who differ systemat ' cally from those in 
scJiools that forbid such punishment. 

Tlie inherent difficulty of sound experimental or survey research on the 
effects of corporal punishment suggests that one should view with considerable 
skcpticisini firm conclusions for or against its use that are allegedly based on 
research findings. Seldom does the scope of any particular research study justify 
a sweeping generalization that corporal punishment is or is not effective. Yet 
over and over in discussions of corporal punishment, data from a limited study of 
some particular aspect in some unique setting are used to support very general 
conclusions. Nor are these limited studies themselves usually free from defects 
of design or interpretation. Tlie "weight of the evidence" from such studies may 
not be very heavy. 

In discussions of corporal punishment, emotionally charged words and unsup- 
ported assertions are sometimes used in lieu of evidence or rational inference. 
A spanking is referred to as a "beating" or a "brutal assault". The motivation 
for correction is seen as simple "retaliation", made possible by the greater size 
and strength of the parent or teacher but not justified by any higher standards 
of conduct, or any sense of moral obligation. Evidence is seldom presented to 
support claims that children "learn aggression" from being punished, or that 
means of correction "far more effective" than corporal punishment are available. 

Perhaps in the end we will have to rely on much more general, if much less 
rigorous, bases for inference. Several v/eeks ago an article in the New York 
Times Sunday Magazine contrasted the educational effects of free versus controlled 
school environments as seen by a perceptive and articulate parent. She found 
that the controlled environment was not only more productive educationally but 
also more satisfying to the pupil involved, her daughter. In this school, rather 
extensive use was made of rewards and punishments as instruments of control. 
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Most yomiK people iuh d coiiLrol and Know lluil tl^ey neod It. Most prffer 
(inn, ci)n;:i:atMit aiiLlior i.it i vi» )',u idanct.^ lo indecisive, uncertain vasci 1 1 ation.s 
in requirements, and unpr^. die table parent or teacher reactions. Most recognize 
the justice of punishment for some of the things they have done. Some, given the 
choice, prefer corporal punishment whose pain is quickly done with, to psychologi- 
cal punishment with its slower, more lingering psychic pain. 

Assuming, for the sake of discussion, that punishment is occasionally necessary 
in guiding the development of young people (and in controlling the behavior of 
adults), can v;e say that psychological punishment (i.e., reproof, loss of privi- 
leges, isolation, time-out, etc.) is always preferable to physical punishment? 
I tliink not. Nor can we say tliat pliysical punishment is always preferable. The 
case I have been trying to make is that the possibility of carefully considered, 
carefully supervised, occasional use of moderate physical punishment should not 
be prohibited. 

Let me conclude this presentation by setting forth thirteen propositions 
v/hich may serve to sununarize, supplement, and possibly rationalize the case for 
punishment as I see it. Note the significance of the number thirteen, a number 
much favored by devils, witches, and warlocks. 

1. To punish is to impose a penalty for a fault, offense, or violation. 

2. Socially sanctioned controls on individual behavior are necessary to 
group living, and punishment is one effective means of social control. 

3. The need for punishment cannot be avoided by the use of rewards since 
withholding of a reward becomes automatically a form of punishment. 

4. When punishment is administered by one with the authority and power to 

do so, it is almost always in response to an offense by the one punished. 
Seldom is it an expression of the punisher's "need to punish". 

5. Punishment is intended more often and more directly to serve the needs 
of the group than to serve the needs of the individual. 

6. The use of punishment is necessary to develop the child's sense of 
personal responsibility. 
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7. Habits of behavior establishvicl under threat of punishment may disappear 
once the threat is removed, unless as is usually the case, other good 
reasons Cor maintaining the bt^havior assume the behavior control function. 

8. Punishment, Judiciously applied, can strengthen the bonds of respect and 
affection Isotween child and adult. 

9. There are no good reasons to believe that psychological stress is less 
harmful or more Lasting in its effects than physical pain. 

10. Any form of punishment can be used wisely or abused. 

IL. As the child grows older, the effectiveness of physical punishment is 
likely to diminish, and the effectiveness of psychological punishment 
is Likely to increase. 

12. There are no good reasons to believe that unwise adults are more likely 
to misuse physical than psychological punishment. 

13. The focus of an experimental research study on the effects of punishment 
is likely to be so narrow, so unique, so artificial, Chat the generaliz- 
ability of the finding will be severely limited. 
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